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I. The First Antislavery Novel
It seems safe to say that The Slave; or, Memoirs of Archy Moore 
is the first American antislavery novel (Schlesinger 230; Brandstadter 
160; Karcher 333). The book was written by Richard Hildreth, then a 
young lawyer and an editor of the Boston Atlas, a daily newspaper. As 
the title indicates, it takes the form of “memoirs” written by a slave, 
and it was believed, when published anonymously first in 1836, to be a 
real slave narrative (“Richard Hildreth’s Slave”). Hildreth announced 
himself as its author the following year (Nichols 330). Although it was no 
bestseller like Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, it circulated 
well among New England abolitionists, especially Garrisonians, and 
went through seven editions in about a dozen years between 1836 and 
1848 (Nichols 330)1. The Liberator and its radical readers embraced 
The Slave, for Hildreth’s realistic depiction and unrelenting exposure 
of the depravity of the Southern slavery seemed “exactly what the 
abolitionist cause needed” (Brandstadter 168). It was often referred to in 
the Liberator throughout the year of 1837 (Brandstadter 167). In the issue 
of 16 April 1837, for instance, one correspondent praised it as “one of the 
most ingenious, well written and interesting works of the present age” (qtd. 
in Brandstadter 168).  
However, the realistic presentation of the peculiar institution 
offended many mid-nineteenth century readers who were familiar to 
sentimental and romantic stories. Not only did Hildreth have difficulties to 
find a publisher, but was embittered by the fact that most newspapers and 
magazines ignored his work: “the book … was carried to New York for 
publication, but no one dared to publish it. It met with the same timidity 
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in Boston, and was finally printed without any publisher’s name on the 
title-page” (Turner 52). And when it came out to the market, Hildreth 
deplored the neglect of his work by the press: “no review or magazine, or 
hardly a newspaper, took any notice of it” (qtd. in Turner 52). The Slave 
was destined to fall into oblivion until the sensational popularity of Uncle 
Tom resurrected it (Brandstadter 168): soon after the publication of Uncle 
Tom and its immediate success in 1852, Hildreth added a sequel to the 
1836 story and reprinted it under the new title, “The White Slave,” and 
this enlarged edition enjoyed a wide circulation for a while (Schlesinger 
230)2, but soon faded away from the memories of both common readers 
and literary critics and scholars. While Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin has 
remained to the present as a very important piece of antislavery literature, 
this first American antislavery fiction by Hildreth has sunk into almost 
extinction, except for a few cases in which it is briefly referred to in 
critical works on other antislavery authors. 
Yet it produced an enduring impression on William Dean Howells, 
the “dean” of nineteenth-century American literature, who took up 
Hildreth and highly evaluated The Slave, which he had read some four 
decades before, in Literary Friends and Acquaintance published in 1900:
I had read, before I met him, his novel of Archy Moore, or the The 
White Slave, which left an indelible impression of his imaginative 
verity upon me. The impression is still so deep that after the lapse 
of nearly forty years since I saw the book, I have no misgiving in 
speaking of it as a powerful piece of realism. It treated passionately, 
intensely, though with a superficial coldness, of wrongs now so 
remote from us in the abolition of slavery that it is useless to hope 
it will ever be generally read hereafter, but it can safely be praised 
to any one who wishes to study that bygone condition, and the 
literature which grew out of it. (85) 
Howells believes that the power of The Slave lies in its authentic picture 
of slavery. Though he does not anticipate that it will circulate among 
general readers in the future again, he recommends the book to those who 
wish to study the “bygone” institution and “the literature which grew out 
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of it.”
The realistic portrayal of slave life was what Lydia Maria Child, a 
prominent antislavery writer, wanted. When the book first appeared, she 
hailed it in a letter to the Liberator, praising its “unsparing delineation of 
slavery and its accuracy of detail” (Karcher 333). Child even expressed 
her gender-conscious wish: “If I were a man, I would rather be the 
author of that work, than of anything ever published in America” (qtd. 
in Karcher 333). As Carolyn Karcher remarks, this “wistful avowal” 
suggests Child’s awareness of the limits imposed on women’s writing, 
for no female writers could portray a male rebellious slave as the central 
figure of their works (333), when women’s sphere was home and 
domestic fiction was almost the only arena available for women writers 
because writing itself was generally considered male activity3.
Hildreth himself must have been conscious of the sentimental 
antislavery writing most probably by those popular authoresses who 
appeal more to the emotions of readers than to their strict sense of justice, 
when he makes his first-person narrator, Archy Moore, warn the reader 
in the very beginning of The Slave that “[mine] are no silken sorrows, 
nor sentimental sufferings; but that stern reality of actual woe” (1). Archy 
indeed exposes in his “slave narrative” numerous unspeakable examples 
of oppression he underwent or witnessed and expresses his irrepressible 
indignation at those cruel treatments. And the unrelenting delineation of 
the dire reality of slavery and the discourse of an infuriated hero are what 
Child was unable to adopt in her antislavery fiction. Yet it is certain that 
Hildreth’s fictional slave narrative inspired Child to write stories for the 
abolitionist cause (Karcher 333), and A Romance of Republic in which 
she dared to deal with the sexual abuse of slave women, as Hildreth did 
in depicting Cassy, was perhaps Child’s long-nursed response to it and a 
female counterpart of it. 
II. The Slave and Harriet Beecher Stowe 
Child is not the only woman writer who was influenced by 
Hildreth’s The Slave. Charles Nichols is convinced that the real source 
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of Uncle Tom’s Cabin is The Slave and probes the extent of Stowe’s 
“borrowing of her chief characters and incidents” in his article “The 
Origin of Uncle Tom’s Cabin” (328). And Nichols is right in his analysis 
that the rebellious mulatto slave, George Harris, is “a mere replica of 
Archy,” that Uncle Tom resembles pious and obedient Thomas (Tom) 
before he discarded Christian religion after his wife was cruelly killed, 
and that Eliza is Cassy’s double in keeping hope for her slave child (330-
31). According to Evan Brandstadter, moreover, the little girl who helps 
Archy and Thomas to escape from the slave trader, by cutting the rope 
that binds them, was developed into the angelic little Eva who charmed 
nineteenth-century readers (166-67). Hildreth himself thought that Stowe 
had read The Slave and that she had obtained the idea of her Uncle Tom 
from his novel (Brandstadter 167). Stowe, however, gave no indication 
that she had ever read The Slave, while she freely referred, as materials 
which had helped her in writing Uncle Tom, to American Slavery As 
It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses (1839), a powerful thorough 
document on slavery compiled by Theodore Weld and Grimké sisters, 
and to such slave narratives as those by Frederick Douglass, Henry Bibb, 
and Josiah Henson4. 
Despite Stowe’s silence about The Slave, its influence upon her 
antislavery writing becomes more obvious if we compare it with Dred: 
A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856), in which the titular hero plots 
a revolt with his fellow runaways in the colony built on an island amid 
the great swamp. Dred is indeed the disillusioned Thomas who comes 
to hold the policy of “eye for eye” after the death of his wife and who 
eventually becomes the leader of a group of fugitive slaves roosted on 
the islet of a shapeless swamp, plundering its neighboring plantations for 
their provisions. Hildreth’s description of a swamp probably derives in 
part from the actual swamps he had seen in Florida, where he had stayed 
for about two years for his health. It anticipates the impressive picture of 
“the dismal swamp” that Stowe has conjured up for readers without any 
experience of visiting a marshy ground in the deep South. 
David Miller explores in his Dark Eden symbolic meanings 
attached to the swamp in American culture and traces nineteenth-
century literary descriptions and paintings of the swamp in the South. He 
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examines, in the second chapter, the inheritance and transformation of 
the traditional representation of the swamp seen in Stowe’s Dred, but he 
nowhere mentions Hildreth’s The Slave. 
A comparison of Hildreth’s swamp with Stowe’s, then, may be 
worthwhile in order to know Stowe’s debt to her precursor. The fugitive 
that Archy and Thomas happen to meet on their way of escape from 
Carter, the terrible planter like Legree, led them to a large swamp:
The gigantic trees among which we were wading, sprung up 
like columns, from the surface of the water, with round, straight, 
whitish-colored, branchless trunks, their leafy tops, forming a thick 
canopy over head. … The water began to grow deeper, and the 
wood more gloomy; and … presently we came to a little island 
which rose a few feet from the surface of the water, so regular 
and mound-like, that it had quite the appearance of an artificial 
structure. … Its edges were bordered by low shrubs and a mass of 
green. Our guide pointed out to us a little opening in the bushes, 
through which we ascended; and after having gained the dry land, 
he led us through the thicket along a narrow and widening path, till 
presently we came to a rude cabin built of bark and branches. (212-
13)
With this in our mind, let us look at how Stowe invites the reader to the 
swamp in which Dred’s base is located. The following quotation depicts 
the scene when the hero rescues a fugitive and takes him to his colony: 
 
After about an hour of steady travelling, Dred arrived at the 
outskirts of the island …. For about twenty paces before he 
reached it, he waded waist-deep in water. Creeping out, at last, and 
telling the other one to follow him, he began carefully coursing 
along on his hands and knees … The path wound up and down 
the brushwood, through many sharp turnings, till at last it ceased 
altogether, at the roots of a tree; … Dred climbed the tree, and 
directed his companion to follow him, and, proceeding out on to 
one of the longest limbs, he sprang nimbly on to the ground in the 
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cleared space…. (278) 
Both Hildreth and Stowe set up a colony on a dry island in the 
impenetrable swamp that secures safety from ruthless hunters and gives 
a possibility of forming self-government. They endow the swamp with 
special significance as a locus of freedom for slaves and of wild life. And 
the central figures of the place possess super-human strength: Thomas, 
with “a stout muscular frame” (176), defies any hard whipping and 
repeats robbery which, he believes, is just revenge on the white who rob 
“lawfully” the black race of everything, while Dred moves swiftly in the 
vast woods like a wild animal from tree to tree and, through the thick 
verdant foliage, warns, in a mysterious roaring voice, the people who 
have joined the camp meeting against God’s wrath and an impending 
catastrophe. And either of the two is willing to sacrifice himself for his 
comrades, whereas he shows no scruples about killing slaveholders or 
overseers.
The transformation of Thomas from a meek slave to an angry rebel 
might have given Stowe some hints when she felt impelled to create a 
defiant hero. To Stowe, the creation of the Christ-like martyr Uncle Tom 
meant her own religious examination; she pursued in him ideal Christian 
virtue and faith. A passive slave martyr, however, does not always offer 
a tenable image to antislavery activists and suffering Negroes. Nor was it 
effective when the oppositions between the North and the South, between 
anti- and pro-slavery debates, had brought the whole nation in the middle 
of a hair-trigger situation. Confronting the urgent crisis of so-called 
bleeding Kansas, Stowe probably felt it necessary to test a violent hero, 
Dred, the opposite of Uncle Tom, as Hildreth had dramatized two decades 
before the change of Thomas from a nonviolent religious Christian to a 
fighting hero who dares any danger.
Stowe’s rebellious characters, not only Dred but other slaves such 
as George Harris, Harry Gordon, or even mad Cassy before she regains 
Christian religion, seem to reflect more or less Archy and Thomas. It is 
not too much to say that Hildreth in his only novel created the archetype 
of a black rebel for the later antislavery literature. Yet either of the two is 
not so charming as any of those various figures which fill Stowe’s Uncle 
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Tom, since the story is told almost exclusively through the viewpoint of 
Archy Moore except for the part where his wife tells him in flashback of 
her experiences after the forced departure from him. Archy is not so much 
an independent character as a spokesman of the author and, therefore, 
lacks vividness. Hildreth fails to convey the “vitality of black life” that 
Stowe succeeds in describing in Uncle Tom: 
While [The Slave] is replete with potentially fascinating 
personalities, they remain for the most part flat and lifeless stick 
figures. Nowhere does Hildreth succeed in creating fictional 
characters that the reader can empathize with, such as St. Clare or 
Topsy in Uncle Tom. (Brandstadter 164)  
It is certain that, as a literary work, Uncle Tom is much superior than 
The Slave in its structure, language, and delineation of characters. Uncle 
Tom introduces multiple viewpoints of both slaveholders and slaves, 
both Southerners and Northerners, both men and women, and thus 
unfolds a kind of great panorama of America of the mid-nineteenth 
century. Though those figures are sometimes stereotypical for the modern 
readers, she vitalizes them by using the vernacular: “In Uncle Tom … 
there is a wealth of dialect, ranging from the poor-white Southern drawl 
of Dan Halley and Tom Locker, to the quaint Quaker thee’s and thy’s 
of the Hallidays, to the thick black dialect given almost all the slaves” 
(Brandstadter 164).  
On the other hand, however, no white authors made so much 
literary effort as Hildreth to write from a black perspective. Not only 
does he present realistic details of black life, but makes full use of his 
imagination to show what a slave sees, feels, thinks, and schemes. The 
Slave, therefore, sounds more like a nonfictional slave narrative than an 
antislavery novel like Uncle Tom. The discourse of Archy Moore actually 
recalls Frederick Douglass’s Narrative in many respects: Archy’s violent 
indignation at slavery and deep woes about his hard life; his harsh 
criticism of slaveholders, including even a benevolent one; his experience 
of feeling manhood when he defeated his pursuer; his ability to see 
through the wicked aim in the seemingly good intention on the part of the 
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white and to use a ploy to avoid it; and his condemnation of the hypocrisy 
of Christian religion in the South and the contradiction of America that 
boasts of democracy to the world while holding millions of men in 
bondage. 
III. The Slave and Douglass
A. Sexual Abuses
It is in fact more probable that Douglass had read The Slave and 
derived some hints from it for his slave narrative of 1845 than Stowe 
had for Uncle Tom. He had become a Garrisonian and subscribed to the 
Liberator by the time when he started to write the narrative. As one of 
Garrisonians, he was perhaps versed in their ideologies and rhetoric and 
read, before beginning his narrative, many abolitionist writings among 
which The Slavery must have been included, for the Liberator often 
referred to it as I have already noted. A close comparison of the two 
works reveals how much Douglass’s narrative echoes its precursor, The 
Slave. 
Douglass dramatizes in the early part of his narrative the incident 
that his beautiful aunt, stripped of her clothes down to her waist, is 
severely whipped by his master, Captain Anthony. While the bloody sight 
bears the erotic connotation that a man inflicts violence on the naked 
body of a young woman, it is made even more sensational by the auditory 
effect—the sound of his hideous whipping and his victim’s heartrending 
shrieks: “The louder she screamed, the harder he whipped; and where the 
blood ran faster, there he whipped longest. He would whip her to make 
her scream, and whip her to make her hush; and not until overcome by 
fatigue, would he cease to swing the blood-clotted cowskin” (45). To 
Douglass, then a young boy, it was his initiation into the hell of slavery. It 
indicates both the fearful punishment imposed on a slave who displeases 
his / her master, and the sexual abuse by the master—nearly a surrogate 
rape of the slave woman who refuses his lewd approach. 
Hildreth also places this problem of sexual harassment of the 
slaveholder as one of the most evil forces caused by the institution that 
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allows the slave owner to have unlimited power. Archy is a son of his 
master, Colonel Charles Moore, a respectable gentleman of Virginia, and 
his mother, almost white, is a concubine of this gentleman. This setting 
itself discloses sexual indulgence of the slaveholder and the degradation 
of the family. However white he looks, Archy is to remain a slave forever 
according to the Southern law: a child born of a slave mother is a slave. 
Thus, Archy is a chattel of his own father and, as a slave, he has to serve 
his half brother James, and, later, another half brother William, his blood-
related sibling, who waits for a chance to tyrannize him. He chooses to be 
a field hand rather than a house servant to work for this cruel William. 
What makes this family relation more complicated is that Archy 
falls in love with Cassy, the daughter of another concubine of Mr. Moore, 
and marries her though he knows that she is his sister by a different 
mother. Hildreth seems to insist that, under the slavery system which pays 
no attention to black family ties, this kind of incestuous marriage cannot 
be avoided, for slaves are kept ignorant of their paternity as Douglass 
confesses his lack of knowledge about his father, but a rumor that his 
father is his master, in the very beginning of his narrative. Mrs. Moore 
celebrates the marriage of Archy and Cassy though she seems to know 
they both are her husband’s children:  
Whatever she [Mrs. Moore] might know, she discovered in it no 
impediment to my marriage with Cassy. Nor did I; —for how 
could that same regard for the decencies of life—such is the soft 
phrase which justifies the most unnatural cruelty—that refused 
to acknowledge our paternity, or to recognize any relationship 
between us, pretend at the same time, and on the sole ground of 
relationship, to forbid our union? (37)
In the mid-nineteenth century when Christian piety and matrimonial 
chastity were highly valued and home was regarded as a sacred place, the 
extramarital relations were horrible enough to repel the Northern readers. 
But Hildreth dares to go further to suggest the possibility of breaking 
the last taboo in the proslavery South. Mr. Moore tries to make erotic 
approaches to Cassy, his own daughter: 
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She exerted all her strength, and succeeded in break-away from his 
hateful embraces. Then summoning up all her energies, she looked 
him in the face, as well as her tears would allow her, and striving to 
command her voice, “Master,—Father,” she cried, “what is it you 
would have of your own daughter?” (131)
Colonel Moore is regarded by his friends and neighbors as “the 
faultless pattern of a true gentleman” (3) and yet this shameless behavior 
does not mar his fame at all since decency is kept only among the white 
people. The gulf between the respectability of Moore as a gentleman of 
Virginia and the disgraceful relation with his own slave may insinuate 
the rumor of Thomas Jefferson’s having had affairs with a female slave 
and begot a baby by her. The rumor concerning the third President of the 
United States and the famous drafter of the Declaration of Independence 
had already spread widely in the 1830’s (Levine 8-17). William Wells 
Brown was later to deal with this scandal in his Clotel, or the President’s 
Daughter, the very first novel by an African American. Colonel Moore 
in some ways reminds us of Jefferson. He is a rich planter of Virginia. 
When young, he fought for America in the Revolutionary War; although 
he belonged to the aristocratic, and naturally conservative, party by birth 
and education, “the impulses of youth and patriotism were too strong 
to be resisted. He espoused with zeal, the cause of liberty, and by his 
political activity and influence, contributed not a little to promote it” (3). 
He is always an enthusiastic advocate of “liberty” and eloquently speaks 
of human rights in public. But in the private sphere, he has imprisoned his 
concubines in a cottage hidden from the public eye; and he now attempts 
to snatch Cassy away from Archy in order to make her another sexual 
servant for him. 
Having escaped from this terrifying disgrace and enjoyed a newly 
wedded life in the hidden corner of a deserted plantation for a short while, 
Archy and Cassy are captured in the end and taken back to their owner. 
Mr. Moore commands Cassy to whip Archy so as to punish and humiliate 
both of them, and she refuses his order, by saying, “Master, he is my 
husband!” (66) At this resistance, Moore, usually calm and good-natured, 
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drops all his reason and his sense of honor, and behaves like a brutal 
despot:
That word husband, seemed to kindle colonel Moore into a new 
fury which totally destroyed his self-command. He struck Cassy 
to the ground with his fists, trampled on her with his feet, and 
snatching up the whip which she had thrown down, he laid it upon 
me with such violence, that the lash penetrated my flesh at every 
blow, and the blood ran tickling down my legs and stood in little 
puddles at my feet. … I screamed with agony. “Pshaw,” said my 
executioner, “his noise will disturb the House;”—and drawing 
a handkerchief from his pocket, he thrust it into my mouth, and 
rammed it down my throat with the butt-end of his whip-handle. 
Having thus effectually gagged me, he renewed his lashes. (66)
Many a hint at Moore’s noble blood and respectability and his fervent 
belief in liberty and equality of men points to Jefferson, and his 
possession of slaves and his exercise of tyrannical power symbolizes the 
contradiction of American democracy. 
The scathing criticism of the reality of American democracy is 
repeated later again in a more explicit way when Archy and other slaves 
are put into a jail in Washington, the district where the Capitol is located: 
“This,” said I to myself, “is the head-quarters of a great nation,—the 
spot in which its concentrated wisdom is collected, to devise laws of free 
people and a great democracy!” (98) The Capitol, the very symbol of 
freedom, is placed in stark contrast to the sight of the slaves being driven 
to a jail to be sold in an auction. Hildreth, too, employs the auditory effect 
of “the rattling of chains” and “the cracking of our drivers’ whips” to 
make the contrast dramatic, and leaves a sarcastic comment which Brown 
is to refrain in Clotel: “within a stone’s throw of the Temple of Liberty—
nay, under its very portico—the most brutal, odious and detestable 
tyranny found none to rebuke or to forbid it” (98)
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B. The Problem of Violence
Denouncing the hypocrisy of the nation which boasts of democracy 
was the stock rhetoric of Garrisonians in the mid-nineteenth century. 
Robert Abzug maintains that Garrison and his followers had resorted 
first to “the fear of black revolt” to appeal antislavery and this strategy 
was reinforced by the rebellion of Nat Turner in 1831, but, around the 
mid-1830’s, when the peaceful emancipation in the British West Indies 
succeeded, they changed the argumentation for their abolitionist cause 
from that fear of slave violence to “the civil liberties” (Abzug 23-25)5. 
The latter strategy aims to reveal how far apart the reality is from the 
great cause of the Revolutionary War, from the ideal principles of the 
Founding Fathers or the Declaration of Independence. The impressive 
retort of George Harris to Willson’s remonstrance of observing the 
country’s law is a refined example of this tradition: “My country again! 
Mr. Wilson, you have a country; but what country have I, or any one 
like me, born of slave mothers? What laws are there for us? We don’t 
make them,—we don’t consent to them,—we have nothing to do with 
them; all they do for us is to crush us, and keep us down. Haven’t I heard 
your Fourth-of-July speeches? Don’t you tell us all, once a year, that 
governments derive their just power from the consent of the governed?” 
(185) And Douglass’s Fourth of July speech, a sort of expanded version 
of George Harris’s harangue, was a monumental achievement in this line 
of the civil liberties. 
In The Slave Hildreth uses, however, the fear of revolt danger as 
well as the civil liberties. The scene of executing Martin, the overseer 
who killed Thomas’s wife, recalls the insurrection of Nat Turner. The 
group of runaway slaves with Thomas as their leader are attacked by a 
number of white pursuers. Having fought with them, Archy and Thomas 
narrowly escape from this large-scale hunting, taking Martin captive. 
Thomas is determined to kill the captive to revenge his murdered wife. 
To Archy who has instinctive scruples about shedding blood, Thomas 
repeats the sentence—as if it were an oracle—“Archy, that man dies to-
night” (206-07):
His eyes flashed fire, as he repeated,—but in a low and quiet tone 
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that contrasted strangely with the matter of his speech—‘I tell you 
Archy, that man dies to-night. She commands it; I have promised it; 
and now the time is come.” (207)
Archy still feels horror at the idea of decimating a person though he 
sympathizes with his friend’s statement that the death of Martin is “an 
act of righteous retribution” (207). And Martin, in spite of his desperate 
begging for his life, was shot dead.
The vengeful slave like Thomas must have been fearful enough to 
the readers of the time. But what is even more terrifying was perhaps the 
fact that even Archy feels no remorse after the execution of the overseer. 
He, on the contrary, declares that he had “that lofty feeling of manhood 
vindicated, and tyranny visited with a just retribution” (211). Hildreth 
here not only admits violence as righteous revenge, but even seems to 
suggest that it is a necessary rite of passage for manhood. Douglass also 
emphasizes in his narrative the demonstration of physical power with 
which he defeats his master, Covey, and defines this incident as vital for 
his manhood: “The battle with Mr. Covey was the turning-point in my 
career as a slave. It rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and 
revived within me a sense of my own manhood” (89). Though Douglass, 
as a Garrisonian, does not endorse violence, he at least denies passive 
endurance of violence. In this sense, Hildreth is much more radical, for, 
after the experience of killing a white person (Martin), Archy no longer 
feels any hesitation in resorting to violence; when he becomes a sailor 
of the British privateer, he murders the captain of the enemy’s ship, in 
spite of his cry for quarter, immediately after he recognizes that the man 
is Jonathan Osborne who had once discarded in a storm slaves on a ship 
named Two Sullys to let them sink into the deep sea6: 
 “Jonathan Osborne late commander of the Two Sallys?”
 “The same!”
 “Then die;—a wrench like you deserves no mercy!” and as I 
spoke I plunged the weapon to his heart, and felt thrilling to the 
very elbow-joint, the pleasurable sense of doing justice on a tyrant! 
(238)
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Archy has become as vengeful as Thomas though he suggests the 
possibility that his sense of justice might be “sullied by passion” (238).
Violence was what bothered Stowe even when she dealt with a 
rebellious hero like Dred. As a Christian she could not allow him bloody 
violence and let him vanish from the story, after all, before he could 
have a chance to carry out his plan of revolt. This moderate treatment 
of violence may in part have brought her the big audience that Hildreth 
could never enjoy; The Slave was too radical to Christian readers of 
his day. Yet the black figures in the novel as dangerous as Nat Turner 
undermine the proslavery belief that Negroes are passive and ignorant 
like children and, therefore, unable to contrive a strategem. 
As David Levy analyzes the stereotypes of slaves in antislavery 
fiction, “full-blooded” African slaves are for the most part described 
as “puerile, lazy, blissfully ignorant, gamboling creatures content with 
their lot and devoted to their masters” (265). If slaves are defiant, they 
are always “white” ones (mulattos, quadroons, or octoroons) because 
“superior” blood of the white in them enables them to understand the 
abstract idea of freedom and render them discontent with their perpetual 
condition of servitude (Levy 269-72). Douglass introduces an episode 
that shows this kind of racial prejudice prevalent in antebellum America; 
when he is being taken to a jail after his first plan of escape had been 
betrayed, the mother of Mr. Freeland who has hired Douglass, shouts at 
him, “You devil! You yellow devil! it was you that put it into the heads 
of Henry and John to run away. But for you, you long-legged mulatto 
devil! Henry nor John would never have thought of such a thing” (100). 
Mrs. Freeland’s words expose her belief that it is a mulatto, not a black of 
unmixed blood, who can plot fleeing. Stowe’s characterization of slaves 
in Uncle Tom follows for the most part this division of black slaves and 
“white” ones; the slaves of mixed blood like George Harris and Cassy 
are rebellious and intelligent enough to articulate their protest against the 
injustice of slavery, while those of pure African blood are either passive 
and devoted to their masters like Tom, or comical, jovial, and ignorant, 
like Sam and Andy. 
Hildreth’s slaves are not painted so differently between the black 
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and the hybrid ones; indeed, the author deliberately makes Archy and his 
mother confess at some points their own prejudice against darker Negroes 
and how foolish they had been to be proud of the white blood in them. 
Readers might have taken both Thomas (a slave of unmixed African 
blood) and Archy as white if the information of their color was not given, 
for they always speak standard English with powerful rationality. While 
white authors of antislavery fiction tend to give heavy dialect to the black 
slave’s speech and let the white slave speak “perfect” English, writers 
of slave narratives hardly distinguish between them. Black characters 
who speak dialect might have sounded more realistic to the readers of 
the time than those who speak “perfect” English. But, on the other hand, 
such broken “incorrect” English with queer accent is likely to make them 
appear foolish, inferior beings. In order to eradicate the prejudice against 
the black race deeply rooted in the consciousness of Americans, not 
excepting even abolitionists in the North, they tried to minimize the racial 
difference as much as possible. It is no wonder, then, that slave narratives 
seldom differentiate African Americans according to their complexion.  
C. The Black Perspective
Seen from the black perspective in this way, slaves are no longer 
mere miserable victims who are examined and estimated like cattle in 
the market, the passive object of scrutiny. They become the subject, 
as well, to watch and assess their masters. Douglass thus depicts many 
slaveholders and overseers critically: Master Thomas Auld and his new 
wife are a well fit couple, “being equally mean and cruel” (75); Mr. 
Freeland is “an educated southern gentleman” and, being a slaveholder, 
he seems to “possess some regard for honor, some reverence for justice, 
and some respect for humanity” though he has “many of the faults 
peculiar to slaveholders, such as being very passionate and fretful” (91-
92); Mr. Gore is the “first-rate-overseer,” for he can “torture the slightest 
look, word, or gesture, on the part of the slave, into impudence, and 
would treat it accordingly” (55), and Mr. Covy is a well-known “nigger-
breaker” and his “forte” lies in “his power to deceive” (81-82) slaves, 
or even himself, since he believes himself to be one of the most devoted 
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Methodist in spite of his cruel treatments of his slaves.
The stern criticism of the ruling class from the viewpoint of blacks 
also reflects The Slave. Archy’s denunciation of slaveholders is in a sense 
harsher than that of Douglass. Moore, a parody of Thomas Jefferson, as 
we have already examined, presents a satire on American democracy, 
revealing the shameful conduct of the first-rate gentleman in the South. 
Carlton is another hypocritical slaveholder. He is a religious master and 
prays “night and morning, with the most punctilious regularity,” and 
preaches that all men are equal before God, whereas slaves are never 
invited to his family worship (116). Though he is a devoted Presbyterian 
and contributed to repairing some ruinous church buildings, he is 
disposed “to settle every disputed point by the pistol” (115). General 
Carter is “a man of princely fortune” (171) but the worst master who 
forces slaves work as hard as possible with the least food; he flatly refuses 
Archy’s modest request for a small amount of salt with which slaves eat 
the scanty tasteless meal. And it is in his plantation that Thomas’s wife 
was whipped to death for being a little slow in returning to the field from 
nursing her baby.   
Contrary to Carter, Thornton emerges as a non-violent “kind” 
master. He provides his slaves with plenty food, clothes, and enough 
time to rest as long as they are obedient and work well. He is a reformer 
and advocates the “clover system cultivation” (77) to prevent both slaves 
and land from exhaustion, an effective, thrift way of using the labor and 
the real property. He offers a sort of answer to the question, posed by St. 
Clare in Uncle Tom, of how to make slaves work without using a whip. 
“Yet, is he not a tyrant?” Archy seems to ask the reader. His answer 
is definitely the positive: “He was …  a tyrant,” despite his generous 
allowance for the slaves, because he “felt no scruple in compelling his 
fellow man to labor, in order that he might appropriate the fruits of that 
labor to his own benefit” (80). He does not care a straw for selling a 
slave or for the consequent separation of his / her family members—and 
emancipation is out of question.
Mrs. Montgomery is another “kind” slaveholder. Unlike Thornton, 
she does care for the welfare of her slaves and feels guilty for their hard 
toil to make her comfortable life possible. After the death of her husband, 
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she actually launches into a reform to treat them more benignantly. Firing 
a cruel overseer, she tries to listen to her slaves’ complaints directly and 
gives them more allowance than before. Lacking a solid system like 
Thornton’s, however, the new humane system does not make profits; 
and being not ready to resign her luxurious life, either, she is in the end 
compelled to give up her new way and leaves all the management of her 
plantation to her brother, who would insist that “if she wished to make 
a crop she must keep a smart overseer, put a whip into his hands, and 
give him unlimited authority to use it. … but as long as she followed her 
present plan, she would be no better than the slave of her own servants; 
and her philanthropy would end in their being sold for debt, and her being 
left a beggar” (154). Thus her plantation goes back to the old system 
handled by a merciless overseer. Only what she can do now is to forget 
the wrongs imposed upon her slaves in “the dissipations and gaieties of 
Saratoga or New York” (156).  
Both cases of Thornton and Montgomery suggest that even 
“benevolent” masters can do little in their effort to better the condition 
of slaves. Reforming slavery is no good; since slavery is an evil, Archy 
insists, nothing is solved until the system itself is abolished:
It is impossible to build any edifice of good on so evil a foundation. 
The whole system is totally and radically wrong. The benevolence, 
the good nature, the humanity of a slaveholder, avail as little as the 
benevolence of the bandit, who generally clothes the stripped and 
naked traveler in a garment plundered from his own portmanteau. 
What grosser absurdity than the attempt to be humanely cruel and 
generously unjust! (157)
By denying “good-natured” slaveholders, Archy denounces the entire 
system of slavery.
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IV. Subverting the Racial Prejudice
Through Archy’s experience of several types of plantation, Hildreth 
discloses that none of them work well as long as they depend upon slave 
labor. Each plantation to which Archy is sent is a testing ground for the 
author to examine and expose evils of slavery. And the system of each 
plantation corresponds to the character of its owner. Serving various 
masters, Archy sees through their human nature and classifies them—
gentlemanly, cruel, practical, benevolent—and condemns them one after 
another as tyrannical, after all. This close examination and classification 
of slaveholders by a slave are to be bequeathed by the later writers of 
antislavery literature, particularly by those of slave narratives, including 
Frederick Douglass. 
As is discussed earlier, the characterization of Archy is flat and 
bland, and his first-person narrative seems to reflect for the most part 
the voice of its author rather than to have an independent voice. Those 
various slaveholders observed by Archy, a single slave, appear to be the 
mere illustration of Hildreth’s ideas and views on slavery. Yet the critical 
opinions articulated by him are well imagined and authentic enough to 
show what slaves really felt and thought. Hildreth’s sharp insight into the 
inner life of the oppressed also subvert the racial prejudice that blacks 
are innately inferior, so brainless that they cannot understand abstract 
ideas such as freedom or democracy, so ignorant and weak-witted like an 
infant child that white masters should protect them as fathers protect their 
children. 
Hildreth’s most significant contribution to antislavery literature 
probably consists in the depiction of the black characters full of wisdom, 
intelligence, and cunning, in his sincere effort to break the stereotypical 
images attached to Negroes. When serving Moore’s second son, James, 
Archy, still a little boy, learns letters faster than Master James and 
becomes his teacher7. This clever boy quickly understands that he can 
control his young master by “flattery and apparent obsequiousness” and 
thus comes to have “actual superiority” (8) over him. Attending patriotic 
Colonel Moore, at other time, he learns about the “beauty of liberty and 
equality” and abhorrent “tyranny and oppression” (11) through Moore’s 
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conversation with his fellow gentlemen. At the same time he quickly 
perceives that he must conceal his literacy and knowledge as much 
as possible since a learned Negro is regarded as “a dreadful monster 
breathing war and rebellion, and plotting to cut the throats of all the white 
people” (10). Archy, therefore, pretends to be an ignorant and obedient 
slave content with his present state: “deceit is one of those defences 
against tyranny, of which a slave early learns to avail himself” (17). 
Using this art of deception, Archy gains favor of overseers as well. He 
manipulates the hostility between the two overseers, Martin and Christie, 
and leads the former to ruin the latter and, thereby, successfully revenges 
the undeserved whipping he received from Christie.
But the most adroit ruse is shown by Thomas who organizes a gang 
of thieves, plundering the neighboring plantations. He contrives that they 
all wear shoes of the same large size so that they leave the same footprints 
and induce the whites to conjecture that the theft is done by one person. 
They succeeded in this ploy and none of them roused suspicion of the 
plunder on the side of the whites. The last result, however, is tragic and 
shocking: an innocent slave whose foot happened to correspond exactly 
with the size of the footprints left on the field was caught and hung 
immediately without any further examination. This episode demonstrates 
African Americans’ intelligence to outwit the white’s vigilance against 
theft, on one hand, and the appalling iniquity, on the other, of the slavery 
South where no laws are applied to slaves, and where innocent slaves are 
cruelly executed without any justice. 
No white authors in antebellum America, indeed, could reveal 
more powerfully the reality of slavery from the viewpoint of blacks than 
Richard Hildreth. Yet proving their mental capacity means to expose 
the stupidity and wickedness of the ruling race, the white. Given the fact 
that the great majority of the audience of antislavery fiction was white 
Christians, Hildreth’s realistic and straightforward portrayal of slavery 
life was indeed doubly a courageous deed. Hence The Slave deserves 
Lydia Maria Child’s admiration and William Dean Howells’s high 
commendation.  




 According to Brandstadter, The Slave sold more than 7000 copies and 
was apparently well known among Garrisonians (167). Although the number 
seems quite small compared with that of Stowe’s Uncle Tom, it is actually not 
so modest a figure when we remember that, in case of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 
Nature published in the same year, 1836, only 500 copies were made and 
distributed almost only among his acquaintances. 
2
 Howells speculates that The (White) Slave was recognized in its time since “I 
used to see it in Italian and French translations on the bookstalls” (85). 
3
 As for the relation between women writers and domestic novels, see Nina 
Baym. 
4
 As for the possible texts that Stowe might have consulted in writing Uncle 
Tom, see Joan Hedrick (211-13, 218, 230, 235, 252). It is generally believed 
that Stowe’s Uncle Tom is modeled on Josiah Henson. Though Stowe herself 
confirmed this in the Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1853), it seems an ex post facto 
matter, for she met him for the first time after she had written Uncle Tom (Nichols 
330). 
5
 Abzug remarks that, though the fear of slave violence was not an new idea, 
the freshness of Garrison’s rhetoric lied in the combination between the idea and 
the immediate emancipation and that this combination was made possible by the 
principles of evangelical religion (15-18).   
6
 Brandstadter thinks that the background of the battle fought here signifies 
the War of 1812. If this is right, then the novel is set around the turn of the 
eighteenth century after the Revolutionary War. But Hildreth’s criticism, of 
course, is directed to the slavery of his day (164). 
7
 Archy notes that teaching a slave to read was not a “crime” yet at that time 
(9). As is mentioned above, the background of the novel may be the America 
some years after the Revolutionary War. It was mostly after the rebellion of Nat 
Turner that it became a crime to be punished in the South.
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